Effects of pup sucking behaviour on inhibition of sexual behaviour and ovulatory secretion of LH in lactating rats.
The time-interval between parturition and the display of sexual receptivity varied between 13.5 +/- 0.7 and 35.9 +/- 2.5 days in rats with litters of between 1 and 24 pups. Body weight gain decreased and the avidity of pup sucking behaviour, measured by the latency before the pups, placed on the ventrum of an anaesthetized mother, attached to a nipple of the mother, increased as litter size increased. Litter-shifting procedures, which introduced asynchrony between the lactational age of the mother and the age of the pups, produced deficiencies in sucking behaviour and did not prolong the time-interval between parturition and the display of sexual receptivity by the mother. By keeping the lactational age of the mother in synchrony with the age of the pups and depriving the pups of maternal contact and nutrition every alternate day, the time-interval between parturition and the display of sexual receptivity by the mother was prolonged by 17 days, the avidity of pup sucking behaviour markedly enhanced and the body weight gain of the pups retarded in comparison with mothers and pups continuously living together. The results show that the display of the first postlactational behavioural oestrus and surge of pituitary LH secretion can be greatly delayed by an increase in the avidity of pup sucking behaviour.